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While the 1893 Parliament of Religions was truly unprecedented in its global breadth, the idea behind it was not wholly new; indeed, the "quest for human unity" appears to be an irrepressible human impulse whose evolving expressions can be traced through the "inner" as well as the "outer" meanings of the world's religions." As Barrows acknowledged, the parliament committee began its planning under the impression that nothing like the parliament had ever been assembled, let alone dreamed of. Several of the invited speakers soon drew comparisons with the Buddhist council summoned at Pataliputra by the Buddhist emperor Asoka in 242 B.C.E., and the meeting at Delhi of Muslims, Brahmans, Jains, Zoroastrians, Jews, and Christians sponsored by the sixteenth-century Mogul emperor Akbar, a figure whose life and accomplishments were still not well known in the West at the time of the parliament.'8 However, as Miller and others would point out, neither of those two meetings, nor the "ecumenical" council of Christians at Nicaea in 325 C.E., was congruous with the 1893 parliament at Chicago; unlike the latter, where all the world religions were represented, the councils of Pataliputra and Nicaea were exclusively Buddhist and Christian affairs, while the Delhi meeting lacked representatives of Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism, and was aimed at realizing Akbar's idea of founding a new religion.
More tury; tale 73), in Boccaccio's Decamerone (mid-fourteenth century; day 1, tale 3), and in G. E. Lessing's verse drama Nathan der Weise (1779). In these later versions, a cautiousJew tells the story to avoid an awkward situation before the Sultan of the Saracens, and asserts that the real ring's authenticity must remain undetermined in this world. Told this way, the parable implies that competing religious systems, or at least the three "revealed" monotheisms, have equal claims to truth. In the Novellino and the Decamerone, whose authors lived in the wake of the crusades, the parable conveys a daring lesson of religious tolerance, if not agnosticism as well.24 In Nathan der Weise, which was written in a much more tolerant time (despite the official silencing of Lessing shortly before for his having edited a historical-critical work on Jesus by the freethinker H. S. Reimarus), the same parable illustrates the play's claim to a unified humanity transcending racial and creedal differences.
The In accordance with each other, In Memoriam and Christmas-Eve conceive of a God who is "more" than religious "systems," and before whom all "creeds" may be fused "in one." During the year after these two poems appeared, Walt Whitman across the Atlantic began work on his monumental Leaves of Grass, which would contain yet another variation on the "all religions are one" theme. When its first edition appeared four years later (1855), consisting of twelve untitled poems, the first and longest of them-later entitled "Song of Myself"-issued the following proclamation: "Of every hue and caste am I, of every rank and religion, / A farmer, mechanic, artist, gentleman, sailor, quaker, / Prisoner, fancy-man, rowdy, lawyer, physician, priest" (sec. 16).7 No less than Tennyson and Browning, Whitman looks beyond denominational distinctions to suggest that all religions are one; the difference is that, rather than imagine them as subordinate to God, or as being unified before God, Whitman subsumes them all ("every rank and religion") within the "am I" of his singer, who, as an embodiment of the spirit of American democracy, combines all humanity, from the farmer to the priest, within himself.
Of these three poets, the one who later developed most fully his vision of the unity of faiths underlying sectarian differences was Tennyson, especially in his poem "Akbar which would be infinite like the God it would preach, whose sun shines upon the followers of Krishna or Christ; saints or sinners alike; which would not be the Brahman or Buddhist, Christian or Mohammedan, but the sum total of all these, and still have infinite space for development; which in its catholicity would embrace in its infinite arms and formulate a place for every human being, from the lowest groveling man who is scarcely removed in intellectuality from the brute, to the highest mind, towering almost above humanity, and who makes society stand in awe and doubt his human nature.58
How captivating these words were to many Americans in the audience, 
